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Williamson: Hangman

ERIC MILES WILLIAMSON
H A N G M A N

I
the day of the execution

he rope is snug about your perspiring neck, Aveiro
Ilhavo Figueira de Foz, and we only await the final nod
from the constable. I, Castelo, watch the newly laundered
black sack puffing in and out like a miniature bellows as
you breathe. You ask me
cut you some slack, as you
prefer a quick easy snap over a lingering asphyxiation. I
do not reply. Surely you must have known it would come
to this if you were ever to return. But you evidently pre
ferred to live in your world of fiction, of fantasy, of illu
sion. This is the price, my lover, that you must pay. Your
mother and father may have told you this when punishing
you as a child, but it seems especially fitting at this point in
time, so I will say it, though it may seem cliché: this pains
me as much as it pains you.
Together we brought this on. And when you returned,
you claimed to know nothing! They asked me if I remem
bered the details, if I could fill in the blank spaces. I, Castelo,
said I did not and could not. I tried not to disclose that
which only you and I had knowledge of: our affair, your
plans, your dreams. But I was weak, and I betrayed you.
The spaces have been filled, the scaffold will not go un-
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used. I know that you may never forgive me. I will, if the
constable looks away, cut you some slack.

II
a time before the execution—Castelo's lament

You are asking me in this communication if I, Castelo
Sabugal Guarda, believe you; and of course you know that
my answer is no I do not. For how could I? It is not my
duty to believe you, but rather yours to believe me.
I rest my hands on the crude windowsill and look out
at the tips of celery and waves of grass, and I know that
someday, like you, I too will leave this farm. You say you
have seen so many wonderful things. I do want to believe
you.
Yesterday afternoon was like a rebirth for me. In the
neighboring village of Juarihuantas, a man stopped me.
He was chewing on coca leaves and wearing an expensive
sombrero. He asked if I knew a man named Carlos. And
of course I thought of you, Aveiro Ilhavo, off on your jour
ney, of your parting words as you left me. You turned to
me by the well in the village, the large hat you so carefully
wove using straw from the farm covering your dark eyes,
and whispered so that the children and women would not
hear, "Do not ever confess what we have done, for it would
surely spell disaster. Will you not come with me over the
mountains and into the world?" As if I had any choice?
What did you think that I would do? You should be happy
with me, though, for as I have imagined the wonderful
places you have been since you left, the sandy beaches, the
green hills, the trees as wide as huts, the snow covered
mountains, I have added to the model of the world which
you started building outside our hut, just below the win
dowsill where I can always gaze at it. I have not been to
town since you left, and surely it is believed by many that
I have died, or that I have gone in search of you.
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Let us switch positions for the time being, so that you may
feel the full import of my leaf-fringed legend.
Imagine that you, Aveiro Ilhavo, are in love with the pros
titute. And she, in turn, is in love with you. Each night
you stand outside her home by the river, just outside of
the village, waiting for Ophiuchus to rise in the summer
skies and line up parallel with the cock on the weathervane.
Then it is time for you. You have already been waiting for
many hours, since dusk perhaps, and you have seen many
people whom you know from the farms and the village
entering and later coming out. But you are not dismayed.
Your special time is soon to arrive. And you know what
will happen, for you have done this before. You will see
the light brighten in the windows, and you will see her
silhouette passing back and forth like a pacing spectre. Your
heart will race, and you will be both afraid and happy at
the same time. You will glance up at Ophiuchus and see
that the time has come, and you will be reminded of the
joke you so often tell when you are in your shanty alone.
And of course, you laugh. It is the joke of a rich Brazilian
who is walking on the sandy beaches of Sasso Fetore. He
comes upon a pauper dressed in rags, sand clinging to his
once wet clothes and skin. Look at you, just lying there, he
says. I was once like you, but I made something of myself.
I went to America with nothing and built myself a push
cart out of which I sold lunchfoods. After many years, I
was the owner of the largest food chain in the province,
Senhor Silva's. And now, I travel the world, dine in the
finest restaurants, have my pick of the beautiful women,
smoke the finest tobaccos. Now I can lie on this white sandy
beach and relax, no cares, no problems, anytime I wish.
When the rich Brazilian finishes the story of his successes,
the pauper turns
him and says, "But senhor, I can al
ready lie on this white sandy beach, and I have had to do
nothing!" It is your favorite joke, and just thinking about
it makes you quake in laughter. And you slip your hand

Published by eGrove, 1996

49


3

Yalobusha Review, Vol. 2 [1996], Art. 5

The Yalobusha Review
into your trousers and look back at the window, then at
the weathervane. It is our special time. What then do you
do?

Do you:
think about the girls at the well in town, their loose gar
ments being blown against their bodies, clinging in the
wind?
tell yourself that the reason the woman you love will not
make love to you is because she loves you so much?
wonder why it is that you do your most philosophical
thinking while you are defecating?

think about opening your own restaurant in America?
grip tighter?

quake in laughter?

confess?

Of course, you do none of these. For it is not you who are
participating in this, nor even imagining this. Do you for
get? We traded places long ago, and this imagining is not
yours, but mine for you to imagine. Did you believe me?
How foolish of you if you did, for as I told you, 1, Castelo,
can never believe you, and if I cannot, how then can you
be so bold as to think that I would return my disbelief with
a truth?

Nevertheless I shall continue with my tale.
My hands creep along the windowsill, first one way, then
the other, brittle chips of paint peeling off and falling to
the dust outside. A parade of virgins and married women
kick up the dust in the dead field, beads of perspiration
like muddy streams on their naked bellies. They laugh at
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol2/iss1/5
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me. I put my hand in my trousers, like you did. I want to
love them, and they want to love me. But they will not
confess
I grip tighter. I laugh. I think about the well in
town. I think of you. I dream of the prostitute.
Women are like Americans: they all look the same.

And I do know of America, for I have read the work of
Alexis de Toqueville, the book you so kindly left for me to
read during your absence. I have read the book well.
The well was surrounded by women the morning that you
were leaving Juarihuantas, the animals sucking at the
muddy earth at the base of the well, children chewing their
mothers' teats, the wooden bucket rising, spilling its con
tents, then plunging again. You had asked me to come
with you, to leave this place and seek the mysteries and
treasures of the world, all the time knowing that I would
not come. I hated you for asking. And the way you would
draw maps in the dust, pointing out where the waters were,
making mountain ranges out of little pebbles and pieces of
clay, and you would look at me and smile, pointing at the
stick which was you, moving it across the clay and pebbles
and into lands unknown, into the finely strewn hay which
you have designated as the great plains of America. Each
day as the sun was setting and the mosquitoes were begin
ning to swirl in clouds, you would add
your relief map
of the world, showing me yet another place you would
someday go. And then you left.

Pause for a moment to consider what is left for Castelo.
Imagine that you once again are Castelo, and you are
huddled in the bushes outside the house of the prostitute.
Ophiuchus is lined up with the cock which is now spin
ning in the warm night breeze, the villagers and farm

Published by eGrove, 1996

51

5

Yalobusha
Review, Vol. 2 Review
[1996], Art. 5
The
Yalobusha
people are home in bed, and she is waiting for you. You
loosen your grip and pull your hand out of your trousers.
You can imagine what she looks like without even closing
your eyes, the mussed dark hair, oily with sweat and dust,
the tattered gown she has put on for comfort (her working
gown now soaking in the soapy water), the glass of water
in her hand, the fingers loosely wrapped, gently shifting
like waves across the glass, the cigarette in her mouth, dan
gling, ashes falling between her breasts like brittle leaves
into a canyon. You close your eyes and she disappears.
The breeze whistles through the grass, playing a song that
Castelo has come to detest.

While you are trying to imagine her again, the song wisps
through the grass, the leaves, the tattered gown, the space
between her breasts. You falter during your attempt to
stand, to reveal yourself, afraid of what your special time
holds for you tonight. You stand with your knees half bent,
hunching forward, looking at the window, the
weathervane, the mansard roof. You thrust your hand back
into your trousers and sit back down. You detest the song
that the wind plays through the blades of grass.

But you, Aveiro Ilhavo, can only imagine her, the musky
odor she gives off, her low hoarse voice.
The house with the mansard is very far from where you
are now.

Do you remember the night that we so desperately wished
to see ourselves instead of always each other? It was dark
and we had no mirror, no glass, no shiny metal surface to
gaze upon. We went down to the well where mud encircles
the stone barrier like the corona around the sun, gradually
getting drier as the distance decreases between the well
and the scattered huts of the important villagers. It was all
https://egrove.olemiss.edu/yr/vol2/iss1/5
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your idea, Aveiro Ilhavo Figueira de Foz. We neglected
the dark clouds which hid the stars and moon that night,
and we lay down face first in the mud, our heads touching
each others' and the stone barrier at the same time. It
smelled of urine and dung and I lifted my face much sooner
than you did. My impression in the mud was not pure,
and did not look much like me, the nose and chin much
flatter than my own, eyes like wide holes, no lips or mouth,
only a flat space between the flat nose and flat chin. You
left your face in the mud much longer than I. You lifted
yourself up and regarded the perfection of the likeness.
You were fortunate enough to behold yourself. Our faces
were both muddied, stinking of urine and dung, but to
you was worth the while. What was once only one you
of flesh was now two Aveiro Ilhavos of mud, one stand
ing, one lying, forming a 90° x-y axis, the feet meeting at
zero. But the spectacle was fleeting, as we had forgotten
the dark clouds. It began to rain. The edges of the impres
sion eroded first, small clumps of mud and clay and sand
falling into the now filling puddles. We saw islands and
continents erode into the vastness of ocean. Your face be
gan to run, mud oozing down the crevices beneath your
eyes, to the sides of your mouth, and you told me that my
face too was running. We stood there watching the im
pressions, your perfect one and my imperfect one, both
become effaced. We were left only with each others'
streaked faces and bodies. Our eyes were blurred and
crusted, but neither of us raised a hand
wipe our eyes
and improve our vision.
I lean slightly forward, my head just outside the window
frame, my hands clutching the windowsill for balance. The
wind is blowing harder now, the grass bent, dust obscur
ing the distant spires of the village, the great mountains,
the eucalyptus trees by the river, the cold iron pole which
proudly displays our flag, the symbol of our revolution.
My eyes water. I clench them shut, then strain to open
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them again. The ground rumbles as if a foreign army is
marching toward my hut. Squinting, I look down at the
earth map. I see that the straw which was the great plains
of America has blown across the rocks and pebbles and
come to rest on the other side of the range of mountains. I
think to replant it and restore it to its proper position, but I
do not. I merely reverse my conception of that region and
displace you.
(Runs hands along windowsill. Wind blows dust into the room.
Voices whisper nearly inaudibly, windlike. Light dims. Voices
become increasingly louder, the sound of the wind fades.)
The earth map.
Blurred vision.
The waves of grass.
The parade of virgins and married women.
Detested songs.
The prostitute.
Eroding faces.
You.
The cock on the weathervane.
Ophiuchus.
Me.
The windowsill.
Dust.

III
renegade in america—Aveiro Ilhavo the unclean
I sincerely hope that you will understand the things that I
am to tell you. So many wonderful things I have seen since
I left Juarihuantas. I do hope that I can explain this in terms
which you can understand, in terms so explicit that all the
spaces in your imagination will be filled. You may not be
lieve me, but what I say is the truth. I know. It happened
to me. This you can believe, Castelo Sabugal.
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The cities are large. Juarihuantas houses fewer people than
one building does here. The women are harlots. There are
no virgins. There are no married women. Rats follow the
harlots down the garbage strewn streets and into their
numbered sewers. White faces. Like cocaine. Their faces
have many welts and sores. I, Aveiro Ilhavo Figueira de
Foz, live on the street of harlots.
I stand here in this doorway day and night. I need not
move. These people bring me all I need. They lay it before
me: food, drink, women women women—more than I
could ever satisfy. It is a vantage point beyond compare.
It is here that I see the marvelous things I tell you about.
The air is warm. Hot and steaming. Even at night, when
fog coats the city like a cloud of dust and insects, the heat
does not wane. And if I ever become bored, I surely will
think of you, Castelo. There is much, however, to consider
here. There is little time.
You must come some day.

I gaze at the billboard across the street from my doorway.
On it is a beautiful woman, blond, skin as dark as my own.
She beckons to me with her index finger. She is not
ashamed to show an abundance of cleavage. I know that I
could easily love her, as she so obviously loves me. I also
know that I am as close to knowing her as I am
being
with you. You are not with me. You would not come. I do
not know you any longer. The blond woman's index fin
ger, though suspended for eternity in its thrusting posi
tion, is more real to me than you are.

A group of school children once gathered beneath the shel
ter of my doorway, uncaring of my need for an unob
structed view of the billboard woman and her beckoning
finger, her wanting eyes. They started to play a game, the
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likes of which I had never seen in Juarihuantas. They
formed a circle on the ground. The leader produced a stick
of chalk. He closed his eyes and bowed his head as if in
prayer (placing his four fingers on his forehead, thumb on
his chin). When he came out of meditation, he scribed seven
dashes on the ground, like this:

He then drew this:
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The subordinates began calling out sounds, fragments of
their language, after each of which the leader would look
to the sky, his index finger to his temple. Then he would
shake his head and etch a body part on the sidewalk with
his stick of chalk: head, body, legs, arms, fingers, toes.
The subordinates grew unruly. No matter how hard
they tried, they could fill none of the spaces with their
sounds. They threatened the leader, and demanded the
truth, the secret of the blank spaces. But he would not suc
cumb. He pocketed his chalk and fled.
He left the blank spaces and the drawing for me to
study.
Have you been adding to our model? Have you been true
to me, or have you altered it and made the model what
you wish it to be?

Here are my latest instructions:
—south of the pebbles place a snail shell (this is my
home)
—bum the straw (the grain has been harvested)
—urinate daily on the snail shell (a river flows beneath
all great cities)
—gather more twigs and lay them side by side, as
closely as you can
—lay one dead fish in the middle of the twigs.

I can not hear footsteps over the rumble of the streets; it is
too dark to see shadows, the buildings looming high abov
obscuring the sun. The city reeks of dead fish and man
tling ponds of water. All I can perceive is that which en
ters the rectangle of space which I perceive through my
doorway. It is certainly enough.
When I dream of Castelo Sabugal and of my faraway home
in Juarihuantas, I do not wish to be distracted by the sights
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before me; and, as you know, I do not like to fantasize with
my eyes closed. I hang a soiled towel over my face and
gaze through a sea of white and black and brown, chang
ing my focus and imagining the stains to be that which I
am dreaming of: the morning fog loafing amongst the
fields; the scaffold in the center of the village across from
the well; hot afternoon dust sheeting over the huts in waves;
wedding dresses; light brown breasts; reptiles sunning their
scales on rocks; the sharp instruments of the village physi
cian; you.

I was interrupted from a dream once, and I could not stop
shaking, for the dream was of a great intensity. I do not
remember the particulars, as they became instantly ob
scured when I snapped unwillingly into consciousness. My
towel was lifted from my face, and a black man stood be
fore me, his arm stretched across my vision, the towel in
his large hand. "What'choo be doin', man? You be missin'
the show!" he said. "I beg your pardon, senhor?" I inquired.
Then he pointed out the great bridge in the distance which
spanned the river, explaining the virtues of its girders of
steel and pillars of the strongest stone. He told me he was
a stock broker, and that for a small sum I could be a shar
eowner of the monstrous bridge. I looked him sternly in
his blood-rimmed brown eyes and said no thank you, sir.
I pulled the towel back over my eyes and tried to remem
ber my fantasies, or to start a new one.
I was not born yesterday afternoon.

Have you ever seen a black man? Their eyes seem to swim
in pools of blood. Their tongues seem pinker than ours.
Their hands are softer to the touch. Many wear a peculiar
costume, consisting of a blue tailed coat, yellow waist-coat,
and trousers with high black boots. There are many of them
here, in front of my doorway, passing by again and again.
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The youths of the race are plagued by an odd form of epi
lepsy, and it is not uncommon to see a crowd gather around
a stricken child who is shuddering and having spasms as
if possessed by evil demons, or the ague. And the crowd
smiles and seemingly takes the fit for a festive occasion.

What if the Catholics are right about everything, I mean
everything? If all that the very reverend Father Sorrel says
is absolutely true? It would be a certainty that you and I
would suffer for what we have done. Should we not then
partake of the joys which are offered us to their fullest?
there any reason that we are suffering this pitiful separa
tion?
Join me.

The final leg of my journey here was in an automobile with
a host of young Americans. They called the car a Hudson
and said that they had found "IT" at a whorehouse, and to
them this was very amusing. Has the prostitute let you
lay your flesh upon hers, or are you still devising your plan?
Do you crouch nightly behind the bushes in wait? Castelo,
my lover, the stars are different and fewer here. Ophiuchus
is not in the skies. you were to wait here for your special
time, it would either never come or it would be constantly
upon you. You would then be forced to act. Would you? I
do not believe that you would. I believe that you are try
ing to fail.
You are always asking me to imagine that I am you, and
you know that I cannot, for I am not you and will never be.
I do not want to be you. I do not want to fail. For once,
imagine that you are Aveiro Ilhavo, and you have left your
windowsill, the waves of grass, the house with the man
sard. You have faced many perils, the crazy Americans in
the Hudson, the Border Patrol, the bad water of Mexico,
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the tall Americans with cowboy hats and pointed boots.
You are walking through the streets of a large city, pigeons
gabbling along beside you, too fat to fly, lecherous women
leering with lonely wanton lamentations. You are in search
of a place to rest, to sit or stand without being told, "Move
along spic, ain't ya got anything better to do than stand?"
And of course, whenever they ask, you do not have any
thing better to do than stand, so you must move along.
The motion to you means nothing. You read the signs as
you walk, though you do not understand all of the words:
H
A
N
G
M
A
N

elp Wanted
rmy Navy Air Force Marines
o Shoes No shirt No Service
od Saves
en At Work
nimal Shelter
o Loitering

You stop a woman and ask her help you read the signs.
"Can you help me read the signs?" you ask. "It depends
on which ones," she says and continues walking down the
street. She has many welts and sores on her face, and her
voice is offensive, sour like grapefruit just picked, and she
emits an odor which can only be the combined fume of all
of the men in her life, lingering long after she has moved
deftly on. She does, however, have large breasts which do
not sag much.

At times I feel like a man lying on my back in the dark.

She reminds you of when you were a child. Your babysitter
too had large breasts. She showed them to you once. You
did not want to see them. She tied you up like a sow with
rope, and you did not close your eyes, though you think
you wanted to. Your feet and hands were tingling and
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numb, a result of the tightness of the rope which bound
together your wrists and ankles. Do you like to look at
these? she asked. Do you do you do you? You did not
answer, but you did look at them, the way they bobbed up
and down in her cupped hands, the way the skin bulged
out between her widespread fingers, the three long black
hairs on the left nipple waving like tiny flagellites in the
opposite motion of the alternately bobbing dugs.

(Thrusts hand into trousers. A horn blows in the distance. The
graffiti papered walls surrounding on all sides flutter in a sud
den gust of wind. Dashes head against several different photo
advertisements depicting women in submissive positions. Moves
hand increasingly faster in many differing positions. A host of
onlookers appear on the street and side walk, watching in mute
ennui. The
of the horn gradually fades. Pulls soiled towel
from back pocket with free hand and places it atop head. Eyes
disappear from view of the crowd. The people in the crowd all
turn and stare at the billboard with the beckoning blond woman,
and, in unison, raise their arms and point their index fingers at
her.)
IV
the day of the execution—Castelo’s apology

We should never have traded places. I told you it would
not be a good thing. Now look: everything is confused.
And if I had it all to do over again, I surely would do it
differently. Do you remember the day when we were ex
posed? The day when I, Castelo, confessed despite your
pleas and supplications? It might have been a Wednesday,
though any day of the week that I tell you, you will be
lieve.
The villagers of Juarihuantas and the other neighbor
ing villages were gathered around the well. There were so
many people, along with their animals and children, that
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even the seldom used scaffold was creaking under the
weight, as there was no more room to stand on the ground.
And in the middle you stood, Aveiro Ilhavo Figueira de
Foz, like a god returned from the heavens or like a proud
warrior returned from battle. Your clothes were strange,
and to show your newfound wisdom, you spoke the
strange language you had learned. How could we simple
villagers not be frozen in awe?
Imagine that you were in the place of Castelo, and it was
you who had been witness what Aveiro Ilhavo had done.
You would have been hunched outside the window of the
prostitute, hidden in the low thicket, your hand buried in
your trousers, waiting for Ophiuchus. It was a cloudy
night, and the constellations were hidden, but you would
have known when your time had arrived: four minutes
later than the night before. This night, you were certain,
was to be the night when you at last actualized your de
sires, when you summoned the courage to answer to the
beckon of the prostitute, to her long white finger which
you fancied first pointed toward you, then curled in to
ward the chasm between her sun white breasts.

How would you have prepared yourself for what you then
would have seen? When you saw me in her sacred cham
ber, actualizing your long latent love, my chest wet with
sticky beads of moisture, my blood welling up; and her,
the prostitute, in her thinnest finery, sunk deep into her
down chair in wait, preparing herself—what would you
have done?

Would you have:

run back to the hut and made wreckage of the earth map?
slowly retracted your hand from your trousers and exam
ined in the dim light of the moon-refracting cloud mist?
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destroyed La Democratie en Amerique by incineration, lac
eration or page by page shredding?
repeated your favorite joke and attempted to quake in
laughter, only to find your attempt failing feebly?

confessed?
revealed to the villagers of Juarihuantas the secret, embody
ing all possible hyperbole of the facts, crying for the long
unused scaffold to be set once again into use?
watched as I destroyed you?

The choice is for you to make.
I, Castelo, am the hangman, employed to execute con
demned prisoners by hanging.

Or could this be merely a children's game in which blank
spaces are filled with letters to create a word? For each
wrong choice, one body part is added to the stickman on
the scaffold; for each correct choice, one letter is revealed.
And now how does the rope about your neck feel? Is it
perhaps a bit too snug? For once you say nothing. Are
you remembering our separation? You can not see through
the black cloth sack, but if you could, you would see the
prostitute. She is watching you and me, together on the
scaffold. She does not weep. Her skin looks much differ
ent in the sunlight. It resembles the harlotskin you once
described to me, when I had no desire to hear of it. But
you were relentless. You filled me with unneeded descrip
tions, and now you feel the weight of what words can do.
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